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Hardin: Courthouse

COURTHOUSE
EVAMARIA HARDIN

Evamaria Hardin is an adjunct instructor at Syracuse University,
where she teaches architectural
and local history. Since receiving
her M.S. and M .A. degrees from
Syracuse University, she has
served as consultant to various
preservation groups and has published articles on local architectural subjects . Her book,
Archimedes Russell, Upstate ArchitEct, was published by Syracuse
University Press.

Richard Weston, A Visit to the
United States and Canada in 1833
(Edinburgh: R. Weston & Sons,

1.

C

HURCH STEEPLES REACH toward the sky, houses of wood,

brick, or limestone line the main street, farmsteads enliven the
surrounding countryside-a pastoral landscape conveys a feeling
of peace and tranquility to anyone traveling through the towns and villages
of New York State. However, late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
travelers saw a different picture. They saw a land that was then the Western
frontier, a wilderness thinly populated by law-abiding citizens as well as by
those who did unto others what they did not want to have done unto them.
They saw an intense restlessness and a "go-ahead" vitality that seemed to some
of them symptomatic of social insecurity and incipient anarchy. Adventurous,
land-hungry, and tax-weary, these early settlers pushed westward, and for
many, life was indeed nasty, brutish, and short. Remarked an English traveler,
One is quite surprised at the catlllogue ofcrimes ofevery enormity recorded
in the American newspapers. Our crimes are no dmtbt manifold, yet
I think, they are far greater here. And uwing ro the thinness of the
population, huw many must be perpetrated that never come ro light. 1

Perpetrators of crimes that did come to light were brought to court and,
iffound guilty, punished. Law was administered locally by judges and juries.
"The more I see of American judges, the higher becomes my estimate of their
154.
powers, activities and attainments;' wrote another English visitor. 2 White
2. Ibid., 183.
adult males who had paid property taxes, worked on the roads, or served
in the militia, and who were prospective jurors and familiar with the law
elected the county officials who established local ordinances and maintained
law and order in the community. In these frontier towns county court was
held twice a year in barns, churches, taverns, private residences-anywherebefore the appropriate courthouse was built.
3· Ibid., 240.
"It was court day when I arrived, and as the court was held at the tavern
4 · Ibid., 142, quoting John
to
which
I had been recommended, I found it in a bustle;' wrote ConstanHowison, who traveled in the
U.S. in 1820 and described court tin Frans:ois Chassebeuf, who traveled in the United States in the late eighday in the village ofWaterloo. He teenth century. 3 Court day was a special day. Crowded with farmers, judges,
remarked that judges and lawyers
treated each other with equal and lawyers, the town took on a festive air. Judges, lawyers, clients, plaindegrees of respect, but he did not tiffS, defendants, and spectators all sat together for a meal in the tavern "goodapprove of their manners, which
he found "slovenly and clownish, humoredly and without ceremony and seemed to vie with each other in the
unsuited to people of education." use of fork and knife. . . ." 4
1836); quoted in Roger Haydon,

ed., Upstate Travels (Syracuse, NY:
Syracuse University Press, 1982),
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County government had existed in the English colonies and was used after the Revolution to organize and administer newly settled lands. After Onondaga County had been organized in 1794, the county court was held first
in the corn house of Asa Danforth, 5 and later in various locations until a
proper courthouse was erected on Onondaga Hill. The site of the courthouse
had been the subject of heated debate between the two fledgling settlements
of Onondaga Hill and Onondaga Hollow. In New York State, the more important functions were delegated to the county rather than the town, as was
the practice in New England. The designation of county seat meant prestige
and, usually, an influx of new settlers and business. Residents of Onondaga
Hill argued that theirs would be a better location because it was less marshy
and malaria-ridden than the lowlands. Their argument seemed persuasive
enough to secure the courthouse site near the center of the village.
A heavy timber frame was put up and enclosed, and a temporary floor
and seats were installed so the building could be used in good weather until
enough money was available to finish it. When the structure was completed
in 1810, nine years after its inception, the citizens looked at it with satisfaction. A two-story square block with hip roof and cupola of a vernacular
"coffee-mill" design expressive of Jeffersonian classicism, it was a functional,
easy-to-build, unadorned, and inexpensive building. It thus expressed a local practicality about not spending money on unnecessary frills, 6 as well as
a pride in local institutions that demanded a suitably modern and imposing
edifice (fig. 1). But beyond this it reflected Thomas Jefferson's desire for order and for an American architecture that would capture the new national
identity. He devised a rational grid plan to be imposed on the land and proposed an architecture based on classical principles of symmetry, proportion,
and ornamentation. This Jefferson saw epitomized by the architecture of Rome
during the first republic and the early empire. His architectural taste may have
been influenced by his political opinions, which were strongly anti-British.
Highly critical of the architecture of Williamsburg, then considered by many
to be the most elegant and sophisticated town along the Eastern seaboard,
he wanted an architectural idiom that was non-English and expressed American democracy.7 It was to have a civilizing influence by announcing the
proper virtues of early Rome and of Cincinnatus, the Roman patriot of legend who readily exchanged the plow for the sword to come to the aid of
his country.
Jefferson was not a trained architect. He relied on books of architecture,
especially those of Andrea Palladio, a sixteenth-century Italian architect whose
designs were based on Roman forms . The translations ofPalladio's Four Books
on Architecture (1570) were known on both sides of the Atlantic. In the absence
of formal architectural instruction, 8 such books served the function of informing readers on the use of classical architectural vocabulary. Most buildings, especially in the newly settled lands, were designed and erected by local
carpenters and masons who drew their inspirations from handbooks and
builders' guides that were based on the classical texts. Writers of American
builders' guides, such as Asher Benjamin and Minard Lafever, stressed cultural independence. They argued that since Americans had different materials
to work with, fewer specialized skills, and a need to economize in labor and
materials their architecture must be different from that of Europe. 9 They
urged modification and inventiveness for the sake of practicality.

https://surface.syr.edu/suscholar/vol9/iss2/4

s. Danforth, a revolutionary soldier, was an early settler who
came from New England to settle
in Onondaga Hollow, now called
"the Valley." Onondaga County
was set off as a military tract to
be parceled off to revolutionary
soldiers.

6 . Builders, and later architects,

were supervised by building committees that were elected by local governing boards.

7. Jefferson is credited with the
first temple-front building in the
United States, the Virginia State
Capitol, which he designed with
the help of C. L. A. Clerisseau.
It was modeled after the Maison
Carree, a firs t-een tury B.c. Roman
temple in Nimes.

8. The first school of architecture

in the United States was founded
in 1866 at MIT.
9. Lafever was a carpenter from
the Finger Lakes region whose
designs became popular in
upstate New York. Benjamin
worked as a carpenter in New
England; his booKs went through
six editions as he added new
plates and details.
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In its pragmatism the first Onondaga County Courthouse was American,
and from the use of a neoclassical vocabulary and plan, it symbolized the
virtues of the Roman republic, which seemed to many the embodiment of
law and good government. To express order, both the exterior and interior
were symmetrically organized around a central hall plan. On the first story,
jail cells were separated from an apartment for the jailer by a hallway. The
second story was taken up by the courtroom. The judge's bench, the most
10. W. W. Clayton, History of
important feature in the room, was placed directly opposite the entrance. 10
OnondRga County, New York (SyraA Dickensian scene that occurred during a murder trial in the courthouse
cuse, NY: D. Mason & Co., 1878),
in Johnstown, NY might have happened just as easily in the Onondaga
42 .
County Courthouse during those early years, which suggests that despite the
proper architectural vocabulary, the envisioned order was only as deep as its
architectural skin:

From the diary of Donald
McMartin, a Johnstown boy
who was taken to a murder trial,
quoted in A. H. Johnson et
a!., Historic Courthouses in New
York State (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1977) , s6-s8.

11.

the flour was covered with saw dust and peach pits and peanut shells
and old robacco squids . . . and there were boys peddling ffUJ!asses candy
and pears and peaches and nuts. The accused sat in the prisoner's box
and wore leg irons, and several constables called the court ro order by
banging long black poles on the flour. . . . The lawyers are an ornery
kJoking lot. Some were big and fot and some were thin and skinny and
wore spectacles. . . . The case dragged along and the lawyers talked a
lot and got mad at each other . . . and it seemed from the way they
called each other names, that they were being tried their own selves,
except for the pour prisoner who was the ffUJst orderly and best behaved
man in the courtroom. . . . 11
The excitement of a major criminal trial or an interesting civil case drew crowds
to the courthouse. People no doubt felt secure in the knowledge that the
jurors were friends and neighbors and that the wicked got what was coming
to them.

M

12 . The old courthouse was used
until 1829, and the new one was

enclosed and ready fOr occupancy
the following year. A plaque now
marks its former site. The site of
the new courthouse was
bounded by Salina, Townsend,
Division, and Ash streets.

Published by SURFACE, 1988

EANWHILE, SYRACUSE, Onondaga Hill's neighbor to the

north, had grown into the largest village in the county. The
swamp that surrounded the struggling little settlement had
been drained; the Erie Canal ran through the midst of the village; and several
prominent families had moved from Onondaga Hill and Hollow to Syracuse.
They made strong representations to have the courthouse removed to Syracuse. Although they had the ear of Governor Clinton, they had to contend
not only with the residents of Onondaga Hill, who did not want to relinquish the honor of being the county seat, but also with the village of Salina,
which, due to the salt industry, had prospered when "upstart" Syracuse was
merely a crossroads in the swamp. Finally, in a compromise, it was decided
that the new courthouse would be placed directly between Salina and Syracuse (fig. 2). 12
The building was slightly larger than the old courthouse. It was made of
brick, and there was a separate stone jail that freed the first floor of the courthouse for jury room use. Again, the second story was occupied by the courtroom, open to all. Like its predecessor, it had the familiar hipped-roof block
design, with an emphasis on symmetry as the organizing factor of the exterior as well as the interior. The cupola of the earlier courthouse had now

3
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Figure 2. Second Otwrulilga County Courthouse and Jail (from Smith,
Carroll, Earll, Piuneer Times in the Onondaga Country
[Syracuse: C. W Bardeen, 1904]) .
()

been replaced with the sculpture of a female figure, no doubt symbolizing
justice, standing on a dome base and proclaiming her intentions from the
rooftop. The old coffee-mill form was embellished with a row of monumental columns that graced the main (west) facade.
But despite the second Onondaga County Courthouse displaying all the
correct forms and symbols, no one liked its location. The site was inconvenient for Saltpointers 13 and Syracusans alike, and the expectation that business would center around the courthouse was never realized. When in
mid-nineteenth century the courthouse burned to the ground, nobody was
greatly distressed. 14 Indeed, it has been suggested that arson ended an unsatisfYing compromise.
In 1848 Syracuse had become a city, with Salina as its first ward, and had
grown sufficiently to be assured of the courthouse site without competition.
Clinton Square, which was then the center of the city's urban activities, seemed
to be the best location. The third Onondaga County Courthouse, erected
on the north side of the square, faced the Erie Canal (fig. 3). This was a symbolic location since it was, after all, the canal that had made Syracuse into
a boom town as well as the county seat. It was customary for building committees to choose architects or builders who had proved themselves, and by
midcentury Horatio Nelson White was the most productive and esteemed
architect in the city. His asymmetrical plan of the third Onondaga County
Courthouse was expressed on its exterior: a courtroom, fifty-two by seventytwo square feet with high ceilings and tall windows (those on the south facade were arranged in a Palladian-like manner), was placed on the second
story together with offices, a library, and a small private room for the judges.
The first floor, divided by a central hall, contained offices and rooms for the
jury. Onondaga limestone was chosen for the exterior walls because the material was considered to be appropriate and durable. Usually, local materials
were preferred for county buildings; they not only kept costs down but also
demonstrated the quality ofthe local product and supported local suppliers.

https://surface.syr.edu/suscholar/vol9/iss2/4

13. The name sometimes given to

residents of Salina.

14. Clayton,

History of Onondaga

County, +2-+3·
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Figure 3. Third Onondaga County Courthouse (from Elinor Ti:Jylur Hurning)
The Man Who Changed the Face of Syracuse: Horatio Nelson White
[Mexico) NY. Elinor T Hurning) 1988]). Reprinted by
permission of the publisher.
0
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At the time, the style of the new courthouse was called "Anglo-Norman;'
and it was described as being "in striking contrast to the designs used generally in courthouses." 15 Indeed it was.
In the nineteenth century, especially the second half, there were a multitude of architectural styles replacing each other in rapid succession, but often coexisting. By 186o the Romanesque Revival had become popular, and
this was the style in which the new courthouse was designed. Although buildings of this style neglected classical symmetry, the term "Romanesque'' is
nevertheless appropriate for them because it singles out their characteristic
feature, the round arch so typical of ancient Rome. Many American architects
and builders liked the Romanesque Revival because it was economical, it could
be built quickly, and it was considered pleasing to the eye. This "sort of Roman" mode was employed for churches (especially for Protestant churches)
as well as for public buildings. Americans liked it in part for its simplicity
of execution; American artisans had not yet achieved the level of skill in stone
cutting that was required for more ornate styles.

J. McKee, "Horatio
Nelson White," Empire Smtl: Architut (March-April 1961): 30.
White built near-replicas in
Watertown and Elmira, NY. For
the sake of economy, both were
built of brick.

15. Harley

Figure 4· Court of Appeals Building. Courtesy of the George A1mts &search
Library, Syracuse Universitx Syracuse) NY
()
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16. Quoted in Markus Whiffen,
American Architecture Since 1780
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1969),
63. The Gothic Revival style was
also popular during the midnineteenth century. Its main
characteristic is the pointed arch .

Besides the library, the Court
of Appeals Building housed
offices and some courtrooms.
The County Clerk's Building
contained the records room,
offices, some courtrooms, and
rooms for witnesses and juries.
17.

18. Newspaper clipping, n.d., in

scrapbook at the Commissioner's
Office, Onondaga County,
Department of Buildings and
Grounds.

19. All three

in the

buildings were razed

lg(iOS.

20. The Renaissance was "discovered" in the nineteenth century
by historians and art critics who
made the public aware of it
through numerous publications.

Published by SURFACE, 1988

In Hints on Public Architecture, Robert Dale Owen stated that the "Norman;' or Romanesque, had "less complication of details than the Gothic,
.. . its entire expression is less ostentatious, and if political character may
be ascribed to architecture, more republican ... .'' 16 Because the Gothic was
associated with church architecture and especially with "popery;' American
officials avoided Gothic forms for courthouses; of forty-eight courthouses
in New York State, only two were designed with pointed arches, the hallmark of the Gothic Revival style. All things considered, the Romanesque ~as
the right style for the courthouse. It was modern and inexpensive to build;
in the eyes of its admirers it expressed "republican;' i.e., egalitarian, virtues;
and its stone facades and massive corner tower gave it a sense of solidity and
importance that was desirable for this type of building. There was a certain
grandeur in the simplicity of the third courthouse.
Although emphasis was placed on designing for the future, no one was
able to foresee how rapidly the courthouse future would be filled up with
people, court cases, and records. It therefore became necessary in the 188os
to erect two supporting structures nearby on Clinton Square to relieve the
courthouse from overcrowding-the Court of Appeals Building (fig.+) and
the County Clerk's Office. 17 The latest in technology, steam-heat equipment, was placed in the basement of the County Clerk's Office to heat that
building as well as the courthouse, which by now had become the subject
of criticism: "it was dark and dingy ... difficult to keep clean .. . the running in of coal frequently interrupted the courts ...." 18 The architect for
these two supporting structures was Archimedes Russell, a well-established
and prolific local architect, who designed both buildings in the ornate Queen
Anne style.

A

LTHOUGH THIS TRIUMVIRATE of county buildings served
the area twice as long as its two predecessors, its days too were
numbered. 19 In 1901, when it became necessary and feasible to
construct a new courthouse, Russell, whose plans were chosen, traveled with
the members of the building committee to look at public buildings in other
states. They were especially taken with the Rhode Island State Capitol in Providence (1891-190+; fig. s), which had become a model for several other state
capitol buildings. It was designed by McKim, Mead and White, the leading
architectural firm on the East Coast during a period that is sometimes referred to as the ''American Renaissance" (1876-1917). 20 This was a time when
American architects and artists traveled to Europe to view its architecture
or to study at art institutes and academies. The &ole des Beaux Arts in Paris
was one of the leading schools for architects. Americans who had studied
there returned to the United States impressed with the beauty and grandeur
of the past.
Charles Fallen McKim had been a student at the &ole des Beaux Arts.
He was also one of the founders of the American Academy in Rome, which
at first admitted American architects, and later painters and sculptors, for postgraduate studies. He and many other prominent American architects were
mainly interested in an urban architecture and looked to Rome and the Renaissance for inspiration. They were also influenced by the rediscovery of American
architecture of the late colonial period and early years of independence.

7
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It may have been the rational and geometric forms of Andrea Palladiateacher and "fellow Roman" of Thomas Jefferson- that inspired William
Thornton in his design of the national Capitol (1793-1865) in Washington,
which in turn became a prototype for the Rhode Island State Capitol. In
the Rhode Island design, McKim was also inspired by the exterior treatment
of the New York City Hall (1803-12), and by Wren's and SoufHot's domes
on St. Paul's in London and the Pantheon in Paris, respectively.21 This
"scientific" eclecticism was characteristic of Beaux Arts classicism, an architectural style that was popular between the 188os and 1915. It involved a careful
study and combination of stylistic elements of the classical past, which included freedom of personal expression 22 and due attention to the requirements of place and climate.
"Beaux Arts" is the stylistic label that has been given to the fourth Onondaga County Courthouse (fig. 6) . Neither the architect Archimedes Russell
nor his drafrsman Melvin King, who was given much responsibility for designing the building, had traveled or studied in Europe. They were familiar with
the latest in architectural design through drawings and photographs published
in journals such as the American Arr:hitect and Building News and the American Arr:hitect, which had come into existence in the 1870s. The design of the
Rhode Island State Capitol had appeared in the American Arr:hitect in 1892.
Russell may have seen the design there before he actually went to Providence
to visit the building.

21. Leland M . Roth, Mc!Gm,
Mead and White, Architects (New

York: Harper & Row, 1983), 152.
22 . Neither the Renaissance nor

the American Renaissance (both
imitative) showed a single
representative way of dealing with
historical precedents. Henry
James wrote in a letter to a friend,
"I think that to be an American
is an excellent prepatation for culture . . .. We can deal freely with
forms of civilization, not only our
own, can pick and choose and assimilate and in shott (aesthetically
and culturally) claim our propetty
wherever we find it" (quoted in
the Brooklyn Museum, NY, J?Ublication for the exhibitton,
I876-1917, The American Renaissance [New York : Pantheon
Books, 1979], 37) .

Figure 5. Rhode Island State Capitol (from American Architect and Building
News, 13 Febrnary 1892, fig. 849) .
<)

https://surface.syr.edu/suscholar/vol9/iss2/4
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The site for the new courthouse was supposed to be Clinton Square,
but for political reasons the location was shifted to Columbus Circle, then
a quiet, mainly residential area, which has since replaced Clinton Square as
23. Five residential structures were
an urban center. 23 With pomp and ceremony the cornerstone was laid in
demolished on the east side of 1904. In his speech, a member of the building committee referred to the meltColumbus Circle to make room
for the new building, which cov- ing pot character of Syracuse: "in building the present courthouse ... it
ered 43,056 square feet .
is significant that at least five nationalities are united in the common purpose...."He went on to proclaim,

24· journal of the Board of Super(1904): 53-54.

when this structure will be completed, fellow citizens, this noble square
will represent in the structures that surround it, law, education and
religion, the threegreat ctmServative forr:es that bind society tqgether. They
are the very cornerstones and buttresses of national and individual
prosperity. Against them, if the American people are true to themselves,
anarchy will rear its hateful.front in vain, and the elements ofdisorder
will hide themselves in the presence ofa luyal and patriotic people. ... 24

visurs

Roth, McKim, Mead and
Whiu, 356-57. The City Beautiful Movement had its inception
with the Columbian Exposition
and provided the background for
city planning as a discipline. In
Syracuse one public official had
complained about the "lack of elbow space'' around public buildings. He might have alluded to
the lack of city planning.

25.

26. Brooklyn Museum, The American Renaissance, 29 .

27. Ibid., 28-29. Cass Gilbert had
worked in the office of McKim,
Mead and White and was the
architect of numerous public
buildings.
28 . Marble had been used for the

Rhode Island State Capitol.

Published by SURFACE, 1988

The speech implies awareness of the educational and propagandistic value
of architecture. It has been suggested that neoclassicism was meant to convey a moral lesson, to "expand the observer's capacity for civic responsibility. ..." 25 Architecture was again called upon to restore order, but now of
a different kind.
Jefferson's vision of an agrarian society without big cities and settled by
freeholders had not been realized. With the burgeoning industrial revolution, the architectural vocabulary he had proposed to express these ideals had
been replaced by other images: the machine had invaded the garden. Whereas
Jefferson's architecture of the previous century was intended to represent order in the chaos of settlement, the classical revival of the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries was an attempt to order urban chaos and to introduce a measure of restraint into the prevailing saturnalia of architectural
eclecticism. It was informed by the architects and planners of the "Great White
City'' of the Columbian Exposition of 1893 in Chicago, who believed that
all roads led to Imperial Rome. Their architectural ambitions were more often realized than their hopes for urban design. Jefferson's geometric austerity
gave way to an architecture that expressed wealth, an increased scale of government, and society, a society that favored aggrandizement and display. Some
considered it un-American.
The committee member's speech also alluded to a fervent nationalism,
"whose clamor as the twentieth century approached, became deafening...." 26 This nationalism was defined in historic terms: it seemed that
the American past and its history had been discovered with the Philadelphia
centennial. Art and architecture played an important part in reviving the past
and in promoting nationalistic feelings . This was expressed by the architect
Cass Gilbert, who also called upon architecture to play its role in shaping
attitudes: "the state should satisfy man's natural craving for art and thereby
secure patriotism and good citizenship." 27 It is in this context that we must
see the fourth Onondaga County Courthouse.
In 1907, when the building was ready for occupancy, Syracusans rejoiced
in their "Great Marble Temple of Justice." 28 But marble it was not. The
steel-frame structure was faced with Indiana limestone. Beaux Arts architects
did not eschew the latest in technology as long as the construction was

9
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properly hidden under classical ornamentation. And since conservatism in
spending public moneys was still a concern, limestone was chosen. It could
easily be worked with machines, making it less expensive than marble. The
form-three symmetrically arranged "hyphenated" blocks, the central part
of the west facade emphasized by a second-level porch with a monumental
pedimented temple front, a central staircase, and a crowning dome-is typical of the Beaux Arts style. 29 The large copper-covered dome is anchored by
four small ones, thus forming a square into which the circle of the large dome
base is set. A rusticated granite base, conveying a sense of solidity, quoins,
pedimented window heads (on the east facade), a combination of roundarched and trabeated windows, voussoirs enframing the entrance, and pilasters
uniting the third and fourth stories vertically are features used in Renaissance
architecture. 30

B

29. The granite staircase is too
steep to satisfY a Beaux Arts purist. Limited space may have prohibited a more sweeping staircase
(the building had been designed
for the more spacious site on
Clinton Square) . Climate was not
taken into consideration in this
case, since the staircase cannot be
used in the winter.

30. Giant monumental columns

EAUX ARTS ARCHITECTURE emphasizes a formal ceremonial
arrangement that makes it ideal for public buildings. In the courthouse the center of the building is occupied by a light court (fig. 7).
Compartmentalized spaces are arranged around it and open into a corridor
that encircles the light court. The axial approach, based on the Roman atrium
house and employed by Palladia in his villas, is used here also, but the bilateral

Figure

6.

(stretching over two stories) were
favored by Renaissance architects.
Alberti started a trend by using
giant pilasters, which were purely
ornamental. The orders that had
been load bearing in Greek architecture were turned into nonstructural ornamentation by the
Romans.

Fourth Onondaga County Courthouse. Courtesy of Courtney Frisse.
0
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31. It is likely that sculpture was
not included in the courthouse
program in order to cut costs.

symmetry that was always present in Palladian plans is not followed. Instead,
the interior space is designed according to function. Apart from the ornate
courtrooms on the third floor, on which richly carved and ornamented judges'
benches are the outstanding features (fig. 8), the main lobby, or atrium, from
which a wide staircase leads to the upper floors, is the showcase of the building (fig. 9). The textural richness of the marble floor and wainscot, of richly
veined marble columns, of an ornate plaster ceiling in gold and blue, and
of doors and windows with leaded glass lights is impressive.31
Based on the practices of the Renaissance, architects, painters, and sculptors of the American Renaissance worked together to create the complete
environment. The local firm of Allewelt and Brothers, which had been
awarded the contract for the interior, was owned by a man who had studied
art in New York. He commissioned two painters, both working in New York,
to paint historical and allegorical murals. Murals had become a major art form
in the United States during that time. Allegorical subjects and scenes from
local history were painted on the walls and ceilings of many buildings of the

--~_!_§_ ..G(_~------

o-FFICES

Figure 7. Light Court, Fourth Ommdaga County Courthouse. Courtesy of the George Arents
Researr:h Library, Syracuse University, Syracuse, NY
0
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Columbian Exposition. William D. L. Dodge, who painted the four historical murals in the courthouse atrium, had previously done mural work for
the Library of Congress and for Richard Morris Hunt's Administration Building at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago. 32 The courthouse murals,
painted on canvas and cemented on the wall above the wainscot, depict
legendary and historical episodes from the area that is now Onondaga
County. 33 In contrast, the three murals on the third floor, painted in the
classic manner by Gustav Gutgemon, symbolize the power of law and
justice. 34

32. Both are considered quintessential American Renaissance
buildings.

Figun: 8. judges Bench, Fourth Onondaga County Courthouse.
Courtesy of Courtney Ft-isse.
()

https://surface.syr.edu/suscholar/vol9/iss2/4

12

Hardin: Courthouse
COURTHOUSE-47

33. The murals include The Death
of Minnehaha, the daughter of
Hiawatha, who was killed by a
huge white bird; The Ascension of
Hiawatha, the legendary Indian
and founder of the Iroquois nation; The Discovery ofSalt by Pierre
LeMoyne, the Jesuit priest who,
during his brief stay among the
Onondagas, was introduced to
the salt springs on Onondaga
Lake; and Asa Danforth, Pioneer,
one of the first white men to
settle with his f.unily in Onondaga Valley.
3+. Both Dodge and Gut~mon

But it was not only on its surface that the building displayed the latest
in architectural and artistic fashions. It was equipped with the most up-todate technological contrivances, such as hydraulic elevators, a ventilating and
steam-heating system, and a duct system concealing all wiring. A separate
structure housing jail and powerhouse was erected across from the courthouse on Cedar Street (now the site of the Onondaga Civic Center). Such
an arrangement removed noise, vibration, and dirt from the courthouse and
housed jury, jailer, and prisoners, which some people felt could not be located in a courthouse "of the kind built here?' 35 Although the building had
exceeded the estimated $1 million by $4oo,ooo, Syracusans generally seemed
to think the expense was justified by their fine building and were happy that
"this great public structure was built without scandal or graft ...." 36

had studied in academies m various European countries.
35. Syracuse Post-Standard, 19
December 1902. The jail had an
underground connection with
the new fourth courthouse, and
prisoners were brought to the
courtrooms in a separate elevator.
This was done to avoid conditions in the third Onondaga
County Courthouse that were
criticized in a newspaper article:
"at present, there are 30-40
prisoners in the courthouse cells
awaiting trial or other disposition,
and the preparation of the food
creates a stench which permeates
every corner of the courthouse.
. . !'(newspaper clipping,n.d.,
in scrapbook at the Commissioner's Office, Onondaga
County, Department of Buildings and Grounds).
36. They were alluding to the debacle that was connected with the

building of the New York State
Capitol in Albany (Symcuse Hemld]ournal, 29 December 1906) . The
growth in wealth of Onondaga
Counry had been considerable;
according to the Journal ofSupervisors (1904), the total assessed
property value in the county was
$30 million in 1856, whereas in
1903 it was $121 million. In 1856 the
city of Syracuse paid one-half of
the county taxes, whereas in 1903
the city paid more than twothirds. The first courthouse cost
$10,ooo; the second was more
than $27,000, including salvageable materials from the first one;
and the third courthouse cost
$40,000.

Figure 9. Atrium and Stairr:ase, Fourth Onondaga County Courthouse.
Courtesy of Courtney Frisse.
<)
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But not all residents were satisfied. It seemed to some that while the new
courthouse handsomely proclaimed the virtues of good government, it did
not necessarily welcome participants, at least not too many:

The new courtrooms are not designed for audiences, no courtroom has
room for nwre than 30-40 people outside the railing enclosing lawyers'
and court officers' space. . . . The courtrooms are generally so-6o
square feet. In each of the six rooms there is but small room for the
public. Three quarters of the room is railed offfor the attorneys. The
railings are ofpermanent construction, set in concrete foundatWn, covered
with marble slabs and wpped with polished wood railings and posts. In
each case the judge's bench is ofsomewhat similar constructWn ... and
in each case the judge may enterfrom his private office without passing
through the courtroom. The door opens from his private office into a
gangway which opens close to a bench and behind a permanent screen.
Curtains are designed to hang across the space behind the judge's seat
. . . a scheme designed to add dignity and impressiveness to the court
. . . . The locatWn ofthe courtroom necessitates the setting up ofa jury
box so that it protrudes into the room between the small space reserved
for the public and the bench and the witness box . ... View and hearing is impeded by the jury boxes . . . which are ofpermanent construetUm, ofwood and concrete and tiled. In each ofthe courtrooms the judge
is required to face the natura/light or to have it on one side. In no case
does the light enter from behind the judge's bench. This arrangement
is in the interest ofthe attorneys. They will have the light behind them
while the judge will have it in his eyes. . . . Most courtrooms are located so that they receive the most lightfrom the Western and Eastern
exposures, whence the sun will shine directly into the judge's eyes. ... 37

37. Symcuse Hemld-Jaurnal,
December 1906.

26

This might have been the voice of a reporter of populist persuasion who
was crying in the ornate wilderness of conspicuous consumption. If Renaissance architecture symbolized the law and order of the ancient Romans, did
it not also represent the power of merchant princes, of rich folk in fine clothes
with "uppity" manners lording it over "just plain" folk? Obviously the writer
deplored the relative exclusion of the public from the legal process, the demise of the days when folk ways prevailed, the isolation of the judge, and
the segregation of those being judged. The ornateness of the judge's bench,
like the private entrance, set the judge too far above and apart from the local
residents. The courtroom had now become the arena for the legal professional. If the arrangement of the earlier courthouses had expressed the spirit
of a seemingly participatory and egalitarian way of life, the plan of the new
courthouse expressed twentieth-century trends of specialization, compartmentalization, and professionalism, and of a society that had become more
complex and impersonal. Within scarcely 200 years the provincial courthouse
had grown into a Palace of Justice.
0
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